exercise in excessive regulation based on overly abstracted scientific norms. To counter this, Warren ends with a call for a reconstituted coalition of science and public activism. In this sense Brush with death participates in the history it chronicles: a book written with a rare combination of scholarly rigour and passionate public concern, it provides an intelligent and provocative platform on which to rethink our place in our leaden world. This book could be described as the first revisionist history of the early years of general anaesthesia. Standard texts, both academic and popular, tell that the first successful public demonstration of inhalation anaesthesia was by the Boston dentist William T G Morton at the Massachusetts General Hospital in October 1846 and the succeeding events are drawn from two traditional biographical sources, Benjamin Perley Poore's Historical materials for the biography of William T G Morton of 1856, and Nathan P Rice's Trials of a public benefactor of 1858, which was commissioned by Morton himself. In these, Morton was the hero who picked up the baton dropped by Horace Wells, and carried it through to victory. More recent studies, for example the work of Leroy Vandam, questioned the accuracy of the established view, noting that there was no evidence that Morton ever qualified as either a dentist or a doctor. Against this background of uncertainty, and after nearly 150 years, comes this first full biography of Morton.
Richard J Wolfe, a distinguished medical librarian, has undertaken extensive research into previously unpublished material fundamental to the elucidation of the "ether controversy" and to the parts played by the many pivotal characters, such as Charles T Jackson. This includes correspondence, Congressional papers, and Land Registry documents. The first chapters come as a shock to the traditionalist, since they describe Morton's unscrupulous business dealings, failed partnerships, fraudulent practices, and debts. That Morton lacked
